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Translator's Note 

There have been several previous English translations of The Society of the Spectacle, I have gone 
through them all and have retained whatever seemed already to be adequate. In particular, I have 
adopted quite a few or Donald Nicholson-Smith's renderings, though I have diverged from him in 
many other cases. Mis translation (Zone Books. 1994) and the earlier one by Fredy Pcrlman and 
John Supak (Black and Red, 1 °77) are both in print, and both can also be found at the Situationist 
International Online website (http://situalionisl.cjb.net>. 

I believe that my translation conveys Debord's actual meaning more accurately, as well as more 
clearly and idiomatically, than any of the other versions. I am nevertheless aware that it is far from 
perfect, and wclcumc any criticisms or suggestions. 

If you find the opening chapters too difficult, you might try starting with Chapter 4 or Chapter 
5. As you see how Dcbord deals with concrete historical events, you may get a belter idea of the 
practical implications of ideas that are presented more abstractly in the other chapters. 

The book is not, however, as difficult or abstract as it is reputed to be. It is not an ivory-tower 
academic or philosophical discourse. It is an effort to clarify the nature or the society in which we 
find ourselves and the advantages and drawbacks of various methods for changing it. Every single 
thesis has a direct or indirect bearing on issues that are matters of life and death. Chapter 4, which 
with remarkable conciseness sums up the lessons of two centuries of revolutionary experience, is 

simply the most obvious example. 

— Ken Knabb 
February 2002 

P.S, (March): In answer to a number of queries I have received: At the moment 1 have no plans 

to publish this translation in book form. For one thing, I'm not yet completely satisfied with it, and 
will be fine-ftmiog it over the next few months. Then I may start considering different publication 
possibilities, depending on what sort of interest has been expressed. 

Another reason is that Alice Debord has asked me to prepare new translations of all of Debord's 
films, to be used in subtitling them for English-speaking audiences. One onhose films, ofcourse, 
is based on this book, so I will want to gel that laken care of (which may involve minor last-minute 
changes in the portions of the book that arc used in the film) before thinking about book publica- 
tion. 

P.P.S. (July): During the last few weeks I have made a considerable number of stylistic revi- 

sions in the Society of the Spectacle translation. Although I will continue to make any improvements 
that occur to me, the translation as it now stands is probably pretty close to final. 
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— to councils in which practical iheory verifies itself and surveys its own actions. This is possible 
only when individuals are "directly linked to universal history" and dialogue amis itself to impose 
its own conditions. 









^7 



216 |„ control to the project outlined in the "Theses on Feuerbach" fthe realisation of nhi 

1 'h , i ii'vuse. The contemplative aspect of the old materialism which conceives the 

1 spcuacl , where concrete things are automatic masters of social life. Conversely theT , 
«*W» ol , dea mh ■ also fulfilled in the spectacle, through the technical med^on of st I d 
Mgndlb W ]„ C ], ultimately materialize an abstract ideal. 8 

idL-J!!!! P m lld bC T en ide ° l0gy ami «■*»*■»■*■ demonstrated in Gabel's Fate Ca»- 
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h w tl " W ' 7JZ FT" r\ SyStema,,Ca,1 y ^^ the " f ^""y "fencounter" and replaces 
t w.lh a sot ,«/ kaUuamhm: a false consciousness of encounter, an "illusion of encounter 'In a 

cognizing his own reality. Ideology , s at home; separation has built its own world. 

bounded bv e 7 > SCt:m *"* imefTe]a,cd " ''"^isoned in a flattened umverse 

bounded by .he si rem of the spectacle that has enthralled him, the spectator knows no one but 

it :7ZttZ^*T hm to a 0,lc ' way ■— ■£ ab «S SSE3 

i " ,J i lilur i con mod,t «■ The spectacle as a whole serves as his looking glass What he sees 
there are dnmiaiizsiions of illusory escapes from a universal autism. 

bcsLedhrih. SPCC ' ade ° b v! l,eRUeS *" bOUndariCS be,Ween self *' ld w ^'d by crushing the self 

bcs.cg Ld by (h , pr e S ence^b S e„ce of the world. It also Obliterates the boundaries between^ true nd 

agar S tzx^zs^^^s^ssss 
^^^^t^t^r**-*^^ : 

"L J™™ u h 'i",!T i rfi " se ts™ 1 ^ wi,ich canM ■"* k "°» *■* «■ -»* 



SL mEssttZz f" is a ", ema, , ,cipa,iun from " ma,eriai b ^ s »'*»«« 

. iiiMoru. mission ol awblisliins truth in [lie world" can be dried out nelllier hv ihe 

. ,„ d ,™ ,„,, „ by alo ,„ izcd and atai biic a S ™ ; '^ y , 

56 



Contents 



1. The Culmination of Separation 

2. The Commodity as Spectacle 

3. Unity and Division Within Appearance 

4. The Proletariat as Subject and Representation 

5. Time and History 

6. Spectacular Time 

7. Territorial Domination 

8. Negation and Consumption Within Culture 

9. Ideology Materialized 
Index 



6 
II 
15 

20 

36 

42 

45 

48 

55 

58 



1 

The Culmination of Separation 



"But for (he present age. which prefers lite sign to the thing signified, the copy to the 
original, representation to reality appearance to essence . . . truth is considered prqfant. 
and only il lusion is sacred. Sacredness is in fact held to he enhanced in proportion as 
truth decreases and illusion increases, so that the highest degree of illusion comes to be 
the liighcs-t degree of sacredness. " 
- -l-'cucrbach. Pre fate to llic second edition of The Essence of Christianity 



1 In societies where modem conditions of production prevail, life is presented as an im- 
mense accumulation of spectacles. Hverything that was directly lived is now merely represented 
in tlic distance 

2 The images detached from every aspect of life merge into a common stream in which 

the unity ill" life can no longer be recovered. Fragmented views of reality regroup themselves into 
a new unity as a separate psettdoworld that can only be looked at. The specialization of images 
of the world evolves into a world of autonomized images where even the deceivers are deceived. 
The spectacle is a concrete inversion of life, an autonomous movement of the nonliving. 

3 The spectacle appears simultaneously as society itself, as a part of society, and as a means 
of unification. As a part of society, it is ostensibly the focal point of all vision and consciousness. 
But due to the very fact that this sector \% separate, it is in reality the domain of delusion and false 
consciousness. The unification it achieves is nothing but an official language of universal separa- 
tion. 

4 The spectacle is not a collection of images; it is a social relation between people that is 
mediated by images, 

5 The spectacle cannot be understood as a mere visual deception produced by mass-media 
technologies. It is a worldview that has actually been materialized. 

6 Understood in its totality, the spectacle is both the result and the goal of the dominant 
mode of production. It is not a mere decoration added to the real world. It is the very heart of this 
real society's unreality. In all its particular manifestations — news, propaganda, advertising, enter- 
tainment — the spectacle represents the dominant model of life. It is the omnipresent affirmation 
of the choices that have already been made in the sphere of production and in the consumption 
implied by that production. In both form and content the spectacle serves as a total justification of 
the conditions and goals of the existing system. The spectacle also represents the constant pres- 
ence of this justification since it monopolizes the majority of the time spent outside the production 
process. 



7 Separation is itself an integral part of the unity of the world, of a global social practice 

split into reality and image. The social practice confronted by an autonomous spectacle is at the 

6 



ideology Materialized 



"Self-consciousness exists in itself and for itself only insofar as it esists in and for another 
self-consciousness; that is, it exists only by being recognized and acknowledged. " 
— Hegel, Tlte Phenomenology of Spirit 



212 Ideology is the intellectual basis of class societies within the conflictual course of history. 
Ideological expressions have never been pure fictions; they represent a distorted consciousness of 
realities, and as such they have been real factors that have in turn produced real distorting effects. 
This interconnection is intensified with the advent of the spectacle the materialization of ideology 
brought about by the concrete success of an autonomized system of economic production which 
virtually identifies social reality with an ideology that has remolded all reality in its own image. 

213 Once ideology - - (he abstract will to universality and the illusion associated wilh that 
will — is legitimized by the universal abstraction and the effective dictatorship of illusion that 
prevail in modern society, it is no longer a volunlarisltc struggle of the fragmentary, but its tri- 
umph. Ideological pretensions take on a sort of flat, positivistic precision: they no longer represent 
historical choices, they are assertions of undeniable facts. The particular names of ideologies thus 
tend to disappear. The specifically ideological forms of system-supporting labor are reduced to an 
"epistemological base" that is itself presumed to be beyond ideology. Materialized ideology has 
no name, just as it has no formulatablc historical agenda. Which is another way of saying thai the 
history of different ideologies is over. 

214 Ideology, whose whole internal logic led toward what Mannheim calls "total ideology" 
the despotism of a fragment imposing itself as pseudoknowlcdge of a frozen totality, as a to- 
talitarian worldview — has reached its culmination in the immobilized spectacle of nonhislory. 

Its culmination is also its dissolution into society as a whole. When that society itself is concretely 
dissolved, ideology — iht final irrationality standing in the way of historical life must also 
disappear. 

215 The spectacle is the acme of ideology because it fully exposes and manifests the essence 
of all ideological systems: the impoverishment, enslavement and negation of real life. The spectacle 
is the material "expression of the separation and estrangement between man and man." The "new 
power of deception" concentrated in it is based on the production system in which "as the mass 
of objects increases, so do the alien powers to which man is subjected." This is the supreme stage 
of an expansion that has turned need against life. "The need for money is thus the real need cre- 
ated by the modem economic system, and the only need it creates" (Economic and Philosophical 
Manuscripts). Hegel's characterization of money as "the self-moving life of what is dead" (Jenenser 
Realphilosophie) has now been extended by the spectacle lo all social life. 
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